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[The following article by Christian Selles is reprinted with the permission of Noticias Aliadas in
Lima, Peru. It appeared in the Dec. 16, 2002, edition of Latinamerica Press.]
Maria was 35 when she said goodbye to her husband and two daughters and left Lima, Peru,
for Spain. Her teacher's salary was the family's only stable income, and when her sister-in-law
mentioned that she was earning US$900 a month working in Spain, Maria did not think twice. She
hoped that one day she would return to Lima and start her own business, but it has not been as easy
as she had expected.
"You think everything will be perfect. If I had stayed in Lima instead of coming to Spain, I would
have had financial difficulties, but at least I would have had my family with me, supporting me. My
husband and children are here now, but the time that we were separated felt like an eternity," said
Maria, who emigrated to Spain nearly four years ago.
She spent a month searching fruitlessly for work before a church found her a job caring for a retired
couple. She earned US$400 a month and had no contract. She later worked as a live-in domestic
servant, which gave her free room and board and the stability of a family environment. She worked
13 hours a day, with Saturdays off, earning US$450 a month. But when she suffered a two-week
illness, her employers found someone else for the job.
Maria, who asked that her surname not be used, now works eight hours a day as a domestic helper
for another retired couple. She is paid US$500 a month, which is less than a Spaniard would earn,
but now has a formal contract. This has enabled her to obtain a residency permit. Six months ago,
her family was also granted legal entry to Spain. Spain is one of the top destinations for Latin
Americans who emigrate to Europe in search of employment. There are more than 400,000 Latin
Americans there, including an estimated 22,000 Peruvians.
The two Latin American countries with the greatest number of emigrants in Spain, however, are
Ecuador and the Dominican Republic, with 100,000 and 60,000 respectively. In the past few months,
more than 30,000 Argentines have also left for Spain, fleeing the country's economic crisis (see
NotiSur, 2000-07-21). Most immigrants take jobs that few Spaniards are willing to accept, such as
agricultural day labor and domestic work. More than 60% of Peruvian immigrants are women,
because they are more likely to find jobs as domestic workers in such cities as Barcelona and
Madrid. Many send money home.
In Ecuador, remittances amounting to US$1.2 billion are the second-largest source of revenue after
oil. Immigrants face endless formalities to obtain work and residence permits. After receiving an
offer of employment and approval from the Spanish government, they often wait more than a year
for the application to be processed. Once they receive a work permit, they can apply for residency.
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Chileans and Peruvians are given preference for Spanish residence permits because of immigration
agreements signed with those countries last year.
The process is also speedier for Latin Americans who are married or related to foreign residents
of Spain, have a Spanish parent or child in their care, were born in Spain, or are descendants of
Spanish parents or grandparents. The residence permit is valid for two years. While it is being
renewed, a process that can take more than a year, the immigrant is not allowed to work or receive a
salary or state subsidy.
Once the permit is issued, the person must work in the type of job for which he or she originally
applied. An immigrant whose first job was in the hotel business, for example, cannot accept a better
offer in another field. To change jobs, immigrants must start the whole application process again
including returning to their home country.
Various Latin American associations have sprung up in Spain in the past few years to aid
immigrants. With slogans such as "Papers for all" and "No human being is illegal," groups such
as the Association for Peruvian Refugees and Immigrants (Ari-Peru), the Colombian and IberoAmerican Association, and SOS Racism call for the establishment of a single agency to handle
administrative immigration affairs. Immigration policy currently involves various agencies,
including the Interior Ministry, Social Affairs Ministry, and police.
A civil servant at the Peruvian consulate in Spain, who asked to remain anonymous, warned that,
"while Spain may at first seem an attractive destination for many Latin American immigrants
because of its common language, this is not the case in the long run. The work that every immigrant
dreams of finding never materializes. It's just one difficulty after another, and no one tries to make
things any easier."
As immigration to Spain increases, so does xenophobia. More than 40% of Spaniards consider
immigration the country's third-most-serious problem, after unemployment and terrorism. Many
also believe that it is directly related to an increase in crime. Surveys by the Social Affairs Ministry
show Spaniards have a generally favorable view of Latin American immigrants but that does
not spare the newcomers discrimination. While they may earn more in Spain than in their home
countries, there is an enormous gap between immigrants and Spanish citizens.
Immigrants have fewer rights and job possibilities and earn less than a Spanish worker doing the
same job. Worse yet, while a Spanish worker without a job is considered unemployed, an immigrant
in the same position is considered "illegal."
"The difficulties in obtaining the necessary papers and the attitude of the Spanish population as a
whole make Spain an inadvisable destination for immigrants," said Rosario Zanabria, coordinator of
Ari-Peru. "The police take a hard line on illegal immigrants, sometimes abusing them physically."
In an effort to avoid loneliness and marginalization, Latin American immigrants, especially
Ecuadorans and Peruvians, have turned to a variety of economic activities. Two years ago, 2,500
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businesses were being run by Latin Americans. Most offered low-cost phone services so immigrants
could call their families. The range of businesses is even broader now and includes various
communications media.
Nylton Lopez, who started Ocio Latino magazine after moving to Spain from Peru, said that his
publication is not aimed only at Latin American immigrants. He hopes it will enable their voices to
be heard by a wider audience. "The media can raise awareness about the importance of immigration
in Spain," he said.
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